

[image: Cover Image]



Devil or Angel and Other Stories

Matthew Hughes

[image: image]

www.sfgateway.com


      
      Enter the SF Gateway …

      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:

      
      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’

      

      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.

      Welcome to the SF Gateway.

      



Introduction


Over the past twenty-or-so years—yes, it’s been that long—I’ve made a modest reputation as a writer of Jack Vance-inspired science-fantasy novels, novellas, and short stories. Booklist went so far as to call me Vance’s “heir apparent,” which pleased me no end. My Vancean Archonate tales, which have gradually become separate elements of one grand narrative concerning the twilight of a far-future interstellar civilization as the universe arbitrarily switches from an operating principle based on rational cause and effect to one based on magic, have been a pleasure to write. I intend to do more of them.


But in between outings of Henghis Hapthorn, Guth Bandar, Luff Imbry and—lately—Erm Kaslo, I’ve written a slew of science-fiction and fantasy stories that have nothing to do with Old Earth and the Ten Thousand Worlds. Some of them are light and funny pieces, some are good-old-stuff space opera, and a few even trespass upon the borders of that dark land called horror. Some I wrote because I had a cool idea I wanted to explore, some because an editor invited me to contribute to an anthology, others because I could sell them to a magazine and thereby keep my name in front of readers until the next book came out and, maybe, attract some new eyeballs to my work.


If there is a common theme running through these sixteen stories, it will take a more perceptive mind than mine to work out. One quality they do share, I think, is that they draw their inspiration from the science fiction and fantasy I used to read as a teenager back in the 1960s—works that were mostly written in the 1950s and which could be found in paperback in second-hand bookstores.


In other words, this is old-fashioned sf. I hope you enjoy them.




DEVIL OR ANGEL




Back in the 1980s, I had some hopes of a career in screenwriting. I wrote some scripts, even got two of them optioned and made some money, though nothing much ever came of it. But there was this one afterlife-fantasy romantic comedy I’d written up as a treatment, and one day I noticed it resting in the back corner of my hard drive, and thought, “That would make a decent little novelette.” So I wrote it up and sold it to Gordon Van Gelder at The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction.


If you happen to be a film producer, the rights are still available.





Let’s start by making one thing clear: Michael and Jessica were among the top ten of the great love matches of the twenty-first century. About that, there can be no argument.


But when their friends say that it all began the night of Mike’s twenty-first birthday party, when he was waiting for the restaurant staff to bring him his blazing cake and instead saw them take one to a far table, where they laid it down before a girl he subsequently couldn’t take his eyes off—that was Jess, of course—that’s where their friends get it wrong.


Great love match? No question. Begun over cakes and candles? Not even close.




For the real beginning, we’ve got to go back to the early nineteen-nineties—not quite stone age, but certainly before internet-savvy smart-phones and MP3 players. More to the point, we’re going back to the days when if you wanted the latest and greatest hit single, you didn’t download it from the web into your MP3 player. You went to an actual record store and bought one of those new-fangled CDs for your home stereo system. If you wanted to hear the music on the move, you bought a cassette tape you could pop into your Walkman or your car’s dashboard.


And chances were, if you were buying the latest and greatest, the CD or tape would have had a label on it that said it was made by Fate Records, one of the top independents out of Seattle. And that meant you’d have been putting a few more dollars into the already overflowing bank account of Fate’s founder and owner, Jason Flanders.


Jason is the centerpiece character of this story, but we’ll get to him in a moment. Right now, let’s zero in on Wally Kaminski. Age: twenty-two. Occupation: no need to disguise it, the guy’s a gofer at Fate’s headquarters. He fetches, he carries, he gets things out and puts things away. Interests: fantasy novels and role-playing games, in which he temporarily becomes Vlar of the Ax, a beefy barbarian mercenary. Personal status: virgin.


He has one real friend: Ted, Fate’s sound engineer, who has been trying to help Wally fulfill a romantic ambition—to go on a date with Amy Beamer, the receptionist. But since Wally has never been on a date, has never even asked a girl out, Ted has been trying to roll a serious-sized rock up a very steep slope.


We come upon Wally as he is carrying Jason’s bags from the boss’s third-floor office down to the waiting limo. As he transits the reception area, he passes Amy’s desk. Amy is the female equivalent of Wally, even to the fondness for fantasy novels, although she does her role-playing through the Society for Creative Anachronism, at whose fairs and jousts she assumes the identity of Eliadora, a Knight of Faery, masquerading as a serving maid in the kitchens of Arthur, king of the Britons—though not the lusty-wench kind of serving maid; like Wally, Amy is also an unplucked flower.


Amy’s only friend in the world, if we don’t count her cat, Snuggles, is Tina, who handles the label’s advertising and public relations. Tina has lately got a serious thing going with Ted, and has come up with the idea of them double-dating with Wally and Amy. But Wally is still going to have to make the first move.


As he nears Amy’s station, Wally cuts a quick glance her way. She, coincidentally, raises her eyes and their gazes meet. Now, if they could but hold that connection, who knows what magic the next few moments might weave? But they don’t. They can’t. He immediately drops his gaze, and actually raises a blush that she doesn’t see, because she has instantly changed her own field of vision to encompass only the pink message pads, pens, and paper clips on her desk blotter. Plus the phone rings and it’s her job to answer it.


“Fate Records, how may I direct your call?” She listens then says, “Mr. Flanders? One moment, I’ll see if he’s available.”


She’s about to buzz the boss’s assistant’s line when she sees Jason Flanders himself crossing the reception area, in a hurry. He’s on his way to SeaTac to catch a flight north to Vancouver where Fate’s newest discovery, a band called E*ville, will be launching its first tour. She raises a hand, catches Jason’s attention, then points to the phone.


He shakes his head, smiles, keeps on moving. After him comes Krissa Bolide, as always in tight-fitting skirt and blouse that emphasize her considerable anatomical advantages. The undulant woman is assistant head of A&R for the Fate label, and way too ambitious, in Amy’s opinion—which is a fair assessment; Amy may be mousy, but she’s not dumb. She understands that Krissa’s real ambition is not to replace Hank Billings as head of artists and repertoire, but to hear Jason Flanders say, in front of a churchful of witnesses, “I take thee, Krissa Bolide . . .”


The would-be bride shoots Amy an unpleasant glance. If asked, Krissa would say her opprobrium is for Amy’s daring to delay the boss when he’s in such a hurry. But the unspoken reality is that Krissa wants to kill any woman, even the little shnook of a receptionist, who attracts the attention of the catch she intends to land. It’s a matter of instinct, mostly. That’s because Krissa is mostly instinct.


Amy gets back on the line and tells the caller that Mr. Flanders has left for the airport, and takes a message. Wally comes back upstairs, having stowed the bags in the limo’s trunk. Here’s another chance for his and Amy’s eyes to meet and their hearts to melt as one; but like the other hundred opportunities before it, this, too, is wasted.


Down in the limo, Jason and Krissa are settled into the back seat. But, to her chagrin, they are not alone. Waiting for them is a young man named Nick Caspian, a teenager from suburban Renton who has won a radio contest entitling him to an all-expenses-paid trip to the tour’s opening night. He’ll also get to spend some face-time with Wilson Proteus, E*ville’s lead singer and creative force.


In the past week, since learning that he has won, Nick has described the anticipated events as “radical” eighty-seven times. He now makes it eighty-eight as he tells Jason Flanders how totally stoked he is.


“I’m glad you’re happy,” Jason tells him, and means it. “They’re a powerhouse band. It should be a great concert.”


“Dude, totally,” says Nick, and begins to explain in detail why Wilson Proteus totally rocks. He’s interrupted, though, by Krissa, who has been waiting for an opportunity to get Jason on his own. She asks the teenager if he’d like to be the first person in Seattle to hear the band’s new single, a sinister remix of the old sixties pop hit, Devil or Angel, as reimagined by E*ville’s dark genius.


“Dude!” says Nick, leaning forward so she can slip the big earphones over his ears. The woman slides a CD into the limo’s sound system. A moment later, as Proteus’s throaty rasp grates against Nick’s eardrums, he breathes, “Whoa,” and sinks back into the soft leather.


Krissa reaches into her slimline briefcase and brings out a couple of pages closely packed with columns of numbers. The movement brings her thigh into contact with Jason’s. She does nothing to break the connection.


She says, “I’ve been going over the contracts of some of our acts. There’s a provision for hold-backs on royalties that Fate is not taking full advantage of.”


“I know,” Jason says. “I wrote the contracts.”


“But we’re paying on a quarterly basis, when we could be paying semi-annually,” she says. “And if we went to semi-annually, we could put the funds into short-term certificates of deposit and bank the interest. Over five years, that adds up to serious revenue enhancements.”


Jason glances at the papers, then pushes them aside. “Nuh uh,” he says. “I’m good with what we’re getting. The acts are happy. Why screw up a lot of good relationships?”


She looks at him as if he’d just grown a new nose. She’s a smart young woman, but not always smart enough to recognize a question that doesn’t need an answer. “For the money,” she says.


“Krissa, you’re A&R,” he tells her. “Leave the money to the accountants.” He sees the way she’s staring at him, and says, “Listen, I’ve been in the business long enough to see that what goes around comes around. When I started out, I ran some hustles, cut some corners. Now I’m thinking that, back then, I was not the person I should have been.”


“You do what you gotta do,” she said.


He holds up his hands in a way that says he isn’t going to argue. “Whatever. Thing is, now I don’t need to do that kind of shit. In fact, I’m thinking I should be doing something to put a little back.”


“I don’t understand,” she says. Of course, she doesn’t. If Krissa Bolide was a car, she’d come with only forward gears and no rear-view mirror.


He looks at her. “I know you don’t,” he says. “Don’t worry about it.”


Nick has made it through to the end of the single. He hits the replay button and continues to rock—in both senses of the verb—all the way to the airport. Jason and Krissa ride in a silence that couldn’t be called companionable. She even shifts position so that her thigh is no longer warming his.


They’re flying Air Canada to Vancouver, and they head for the airline’s Maple Leaf Lounge, reserved for first-class passengers. E*ville is already there, the bass player and drummer making full use of the open bar, while the rail-thin lead guitarist is sleeping in one of the overstuffed armchairs. Wilson Proteus is at the floor-to-ceiling window-wall that looks out on the airfield, a glass of liquor in his hand. He does not turn as Jason, Krissa and Nick come in.


The reason he does not turn is that the man could give lessons on self-involvement to an oyster. A komodo dragon would have a better grasp of right and wrong. An interviewer once asked him if he had named his band after his home town of Everett, just up the I-5 from Seattle. “Yeah,” said Proteus, “sure.”


Nick manages to cross half the distance between him and his idol before he freezes. Jason comes up behind the kid, puts an arm around his shoulders and shepherds him the rest of the way. “Wilson,” he says, “time to meet your number-one fan.”


Proteus does not turn, takes a leisurely sip of scotch that’s two years older than his number-one fan. Finally, he turns only his head and gives Nick the side-eye. He’s a tall man and broad-shouldered, so he’s also looking down.


“Nick Caspian,” says Jason. “He won the contest. He’s going with us.”


The singer says nothing, just continues to look down at the teenager. Jason, his arm still around Nick’s shoulders, gives him an encouraging squeeze that somehow forces words up the kid’s throat and through his mouth, which has been hanging open for a while.


“It’s . . . it’s an honor . . .” He pauses to swallow dryly, then takes another run up the hill. “An honor to meet you, dude, sir.”


Obsequiousness is seldom wasted on Wilson Proteus. The man turns and gives Nick the benefit of both eyes. If the kid wasn’t so awestruck, he might notice that it was like being looked over by a bored basilisk.


“I’ll tolerate your respect,” Proteus says, “though I’d prefer fear and loathing.” It’s a line he’s worked up for dealing with interviews on the tour, and this is its first try-out. He follows it up with another. “I don’t give a pinch of buzzard crap if you like me, and if you cross me, I’ll kill you.”


Nick Caspian’s mouth reverts to hanging open. “Uh,” he says.


Jason’s arm now becomes protective. He draws the kid away, saying, “Let’s go meet the rest of the band.”


They wake up the lead guitarist, although it takes him a while to get both his eyes pointed in the same direction. But the bass player is as laid-back as bassmen usually are, and the drummer’s not as insane as most of his peers, so a conversation ensues and continues without too many lapses.


Krissa has been standing by the door. She looks at the group chatting amiably in the seating area, which includes the boss she is considering scratching off her list of possibles. Then she looks at the solitary figure by the windows. It doesn’t take her long to make her choice. She adjusts her blouse in a way that removes any doubt that she is a mammal, and glides over to stand beside Wilson Proteus. Another conversation ensues, this one in subdued tones and punctuated by low chuckles. After thirty seconds, Krissa leans in so that the side of her breast nudges Wilson’s elbow.


“And we’re off,” says E*ville’s manager, an over-caffeinated twenty-something man who used to run a cabaret in Everett and who is now clinging by his fingernails to the tiger he thought would offer him a comfortable ride to riches. He has just come in, his hands full of passports and boarding passes. “We’re all cleared for boarding.”


He directs them toward a door on the airfield side of the room that has just opened to admit two uniformed young women with maple leaf insignia on their caps.


Jason and the others rise and head toward the boarding ramp. The singer remains where he is. Krissa, therefore, does not move either. The manager turns toward him with the worried look of a nervous dog that never knows whether it’s going to get a kick or a cookie. “Wilson?” he says.


“Surprise,” Proteus says, deadpan. He waits for everyone to give him their full attention, then a little longer to make them sweat. “I leased a Gulfstream.”


Several eyes blink and the manager lets out a pent-up breath. Jason is the one who answers. “You’ve got a pilot’s license?”


“Yep. Been taking lessons. Passed my solo on Wednesday.”


The manager brings Proteus his passport. “Vancouver’s got complicated airspace,” he says, in the tone of someone who foresees the possibility of having his head chewed from his neck.


“I can handle it. I flew there and back Thursday.”


Jason says, “Well, that’s that. We’ve got a plane waiting.” With his last remark, he turns his gaze on Krissa.


“She’s going to come with me,” says Proteus.


“Am I?” she says.


He gives her the downward and sideways look, waits a beat, then says, “Count on it.”




Jason, Nick and rest of the band settle into first class. There’s the usual handing out of slippers and orange juice and champagne. Nick is not old enough to try the latter, but when the lead guitarist immediately falls back asleep with his full glass of bubbly untouched only inches from the teenager, the natural thing happens.


“Whoa!” says Nick. “Beats beer.”


The plane gets out to the runway and up into the air. The cabin crew get even busier, handing out pillows and snacks and adjusting jets of air for people who really ought to be able to do it for themselves. But it’s first class, so they don’t.


Now, as the plane begins to level off at cruising altitude, the first-class passengers can hear some kind of muffled altercation going on back in economy. Someone is not taking no for an answer. Jason can hear a contralto voice repeating “Unacceptable,” and adding, “I paid for a full seat, not a half.”


There are empty seats up at this end of the plane. One is next to Jason’s. Krissa made the seat selections, and also made sure that she would have some uninterrupted face time with the boss; but that was before she abandoned the assault and opted for a target of opportunity.


The cabin attendant comes through the curtain. Behind her comes a young woman with flushed cheeks and firmly elevated chin, toting a carry-on bag and a popular novel. The flight attendant, with not much in the way of good grace, takes the passenger’s bag and stows it overhead, then indicates the empty seat. Jason, who has been running through a mental list of the people he knows who could replace Krissa, looks up.


Remember Mike and Jessica and love at first sight illuminated by a candlelit birthday cake? Well, for Jason, it’s the exact same thing, minus the flaming dessert. Jason has seen a lot of gorgeous women, seen them up close and without the hindrance of clothing, but he has never been as comprehensively eye-smacked as he is when Megan Wells gives him one of those sorry-for-the-trouble smiles and slips into the seat beside him.


It’s not that Megan is classically beautiful. If you mapped out her face on a mathematical grid and measured for exact symmetry, she’d fall short in several features. But the composite effect of eyes, nose, lips, jaw line, brows, and cheeks is—at least for Jason—overwhelming.


His mom and dad used to say, to his acute teenage embarrassment, that each of them decided, on their first real date, that he/she’s the one. Jason has never really bought into the concept of one-tude. Relationships, he figures, grow over time and love is always a work-in-progress. But if he could muster a coherent thought at this moment—this magic moment, as the old Drifters song put it—it would be Boy, was I wrong about that.


She’s slipping off shoes—Nice feet, he thinks, which is the first time he’s ever thought that thought—and putting on slippers and popping her Stephen King novel—She likes the same books I do—into the pouch in the seat back in front of her.


She indicates the rear of the plane and says, in the voice of reason, “That man must weigh four hundred pounds. They should have asked him to buy two seats.”


“Ah,” says Jason, comprehending. A single syllable is about all he’s good for at the moment. He keeps looking at her until he realizes that he can’t be making a good impression—he’s reminded of how Nick looked at Wilson Proteus. With great presence of mind, he closes his mouth and, though still only able to utter single syllables, manages to voice an actual word: “Yes.” Then he swallows.


Jason would be gratified to know that the color in Megan’s face is no longer the flush of argument but the blush of a young woman who is experiencing the exact same emotion as Jason (and Mike and Jessica, once the candles were blown out and she raised her eyes to see him looking at her). But we’ll stay with Jason.


His usually cool and collected brain has become humid and scattered. His eyes hunt around for clues as if this was a game of I spy with my little eye something to say that isn’t totally lame and he notices the book again.


“Good?” he says, making a fitful gesture toward book she stowed in the seat back pocket.


“I’m sorry?” she says.


“King,” he says, then by dint of a superhuman effort, “you like King?”


She’s about to reply and launch the conversation that, on their fiftieth wedding anniversary, would make a charming anecdote. Except that they’re not going to get any anniversaries, not even a five-minute one, because it’s at this point that Wilson Proteus and Krissa Bolide re-enter the story. And not in a positive way.




After connecting in the Maple Leaf Lounge, the singer and the woman made their way to the smaller terminal where his Gulfstream waited, all fueled up. Proteus enjoyed showing off his recently acquired expertise as he spoke to the tower and taxied out to the runway, the plane’s twin engines throbbing through the airframe and right into the cockpit seats.


He got it up and made the turn toward the north, the controller telling him that he should rise to twenty thousand feet and giving him his heading for Vancouver. Wilson punched the information into the jet’s automatic pilot, set the speed for just under six hundred miles an hour, then said to Krissa, “Come on.”


His head motion toward the passenger cabin was a reminder of the pull-down bed that he’d showed her when they boarded—and which he had pointedly left down.


“Mile high?” she said, getting up.


“Four, if you’re counting,” he said.


Several minutes later, they were too heavily engaged to notice the repetitive soft chime from the instrument panel and the modulated voice that kept saying Proximity alert. They didn’t even hear the increasingly frantic voice from the SeaTac tower telling them to descend to twenty thousand feet.


Wilson, in his eagerness to explore Krissa’s pneumaticity, had wrongly set the automatic pilot. The plane was not rising to twenty thousand feet but to thirty, and it was closing in on Air Canada flight 2012 at almost a hundred miles an hour. The 767’s pilot was also receiving automated and human warnings, but with the Gulfstream coming from behind and below—ironically, so was Proteus at that moment—he could not see the threat.


There were several things the commercial pilot could have done. Unluckily, or as much as these things are decided by luck, he chose the wrong one. He instructed the copilot to increase speed. The result was that the Gulfstream did not cut across the 767’s flight path from beneath, giving the Air Canada cockpit crew a real scare, as it would have if their relative speeds had remained unaltered. Instead, its right wing sliced through the big jet’s left wing, which was full of fuel for the trip to Vancouver.




So, just as Megan opens her mouth to say how much she enjoys the works of Stephen King, Air Canada flight 8314 becomes an airborne fireball hot enough to melt aluminum. Jason is conscious of a great light and an incredible heat and, for just an instant, the woman of his dreams becoming a burning effigy. Then he is not conscious at all.




The next thing he knows, he is walking along a winding road. He’s surrounded by, and part of, a stream of people, and they’re all enveloped in a luminous mist. They walk in silence, but he notices that some of them hold their heads up, while others just slump along. A few of the erect-postured are bathed in light, as if they are illuminated by invisible spotlights. Some of the slumpers are encased in a kind of flickering darkness.


The road ascends a gentle slope and he looks forward. In the middle distance, becoming visible through the mist, is a vast building of white stone. It rears up to an impossible height, its upper reaches lost in clouds that are lit from within by a golden radiance.


Jason feels as if he’s gradually awakening from a nap. He looks around him and sees people of all kinds, colors, ages, although even the tiniest of infants are walking steadily on two feet. Then he sees someone he vaguely recognizes. It takes him a few moments to place the face, and then it clicks: it’s the bassman from E*ville. An almost-memory tugs at the edge of Jason’s consciousness. He strains for it, but then he’s distracted by the sight of a woman he’s sure he’s seen before and recently. He concentrates on her, and the words, flight attendant sound in his mind.


That’s when it all comes back. He says, “Where are you?” and looks around, increasingly frantic as he can’t find the girl from the plane. He stops—it’s not easy; his feet want to keep walking and he’s the only immobile object on the road. The people flow around him, brushing past. He wants to call out her name, but they never got to the how-do-you-do stage.


Then he sees a figure coming toward him: not the woman, but Wilson Proteus. The singer’s face is hard to see, because his form is passing in and out of view behind a veil of darkness that wanes and waxes.


“Wilson!” Jason says. He can’t quite hear his own voice, though he knows he’s talking, because the other man’s glance slips his way. Proteus’s habitual sneer intensifies into a bared-teeth snarl. Jason sees rage, backed by fear. “Wait a minute,” he says. “I need help. I’ve got find somebody.”


But all the answer he gets is a growl. Proteus makes to shoulder him out of the way. Jason reaches out, tries to seize the other man’s arms. His hands slip into the shroud of oscillating non-light and are immediately bathed in a deep chill. With a gasp, he yanks them back, then the singer is past him and gone.


Some kind of dark stuff has adhered to Jason’s fingers. He shakes his hands and it flies off. But he does not notices that a tiny flake lands on his leg, just above the knee, and sticks.


We should notice here that Jason, and everyone around him, is naked. But they’re not human naked, with all those anatomical details that denote sex and maturity; they’re soul naked—he doesn’t even have a navel—as smooth as so many Ken and Barbie dolls.


Jason doesn’t notice because he’s intent on finding the Stephen King fan from the plane. He straightens and searches again for her. The faces stream past and around him, but she’s not there. Maybe she’s ahead of him. If so, he’ll have a better chance of finding her in the big building. He turns, resumes walking, and now it’s his turn to push past others, as he strives to get there faster.


He brushes past a slim person, causing the other to stumble. Jason reaches out a steadying hand and recognizes another face. In a moment, he makes the connection.


“Nick!” he says. “Nick Caspian!”


The young face regards him dreamily for a moment, then Jason sees recognition dawn. “Dude!”


“Have you seen her?” Jason says.


“Who?”


“The girl from the plane?”


“What girl?”


“Never mind.” Jason falls into step beside Nick. They’ve been down in a dip and are now coming to the crest of another rise. The mist clears. Now Jason sees the building more clearly, though its top is still wreathed in glowing clouds. It stands in the center of a green and grassy valley that is divided by a wide, winding river that flows from the dim and foggy distance to end in a great whirlpool at the valley’s head. Upstream, above the river, the mist glows with rainbow radiance, but the vortex is deep black.


“Radical,” says Nick, staring at the building. Then his gaze shifts to the whirlpool and he makes another pronouncement: “That is so bogus.”


“Come on,” says Jason. They make their way down the last slope, threading through the parade. Jason sees a couple of dark flickerers, but neither of them is Wilson Proteus. He and the teenager come to where the road passes through a huge doorway, flanked by tall gates of shining brass. Beyond is an enormous room, full of people, its ceiling at once impossibly high and yet too bright to look at.


But there is order and process. There are other figures among the crowd, towering shapes at least half-again the height of the tallest of the incomers. They are clustered where the stream of walkers ends, at the foot of a huge statue of a robed and seated person so tall the light above obscures its head. They are dividing the throng into two broad streams, sending one to the left the other to the right.


Jason, trailed by Nick, continues to search through the crowd for Megan. Then, at last, he sees her, far away. She has passed through the screen of tall figures, and has been directed to the right. Jason pushes after her, desperate not to lose sight of her in the vast crowd.


He comes up suddenly against a restraining hand—a large hand that comes down from one of the tall ones. He looks up into an impassive face—it reminds Jason of Charles Grodin playing one of his most tedious characters—and into his mind pops a word: angel.


In its other hand, the angel is holding a white wand. It now moves the instrument up and down Jason’s body, examines the thing briefly, then indicates that he is to go with the leftward stream of people.


“No,” says Jason, “I have to go there.” He points to the right, where he can see Megan just about to pass through one of a row of archways, far off in the base of the wall.


The angel shakes its head and again points left.


“No way,” says Jason. Megan is disappearing through the archway. He pushes past the angel, heading right.


And is stopped by another hand. But this one is taller than he is. He looks up, way up, and realizes that the seated colossus is not a statue at all. Archangel, his mind tells him, and though his instinct is to back off, his need to see the woman again overrules the rest of him.


“I have to get to that woman,” he says. “Please.”


But the great face comes down from the brilliance as the archangel bends to see him—it looks a little like Charlton Heston in The Ten Commandments, but with more gravitas—and the shining head moves from side to side. The index finger of the house-sized hand points to the left. Then it comes around to nudge Jason with gentle firmness in the indicated direction.


He joins the leftward stream. He notices that many of them have the same slump-shouldered posture as he is now showing. Among them, too, are the dark flickerers, although he still does not spot Wilson Proteus. Nor does he see Nick Caspian, but when he cranes his neck and stands on tiptoes, he catches a glimpse of the teenager far off and dwindling out of view. Nick has been directed to the right.


And the woman is gone.


The leftward flow is going somewhere, inching forward. Jason cannot be bothered to see where. Then he feels a shoulder pressed against his and turns to see Krissa Bolide. The expression on her face can only be called a smirk.


“Looks like you developed those scruples a little too late in the game, boss,” she says. “You and me, we’re headed for the Group W bench.”


Actually, it’s a counter, a long, waist-high barrier behind which stand more of the angels, each wearing the same face as the one with the wand. The flow of the newly dead—that realization has sunk into Jason’s mind now—gradually brings him and Krissa up to the counter. One of the Grodin-featured entities reaches under the barrier, then its hands came up holding what looked like a folded bundle of laundry dyed bright red.


It pushes the cloth at Jason. Without thinking, he reaches to take it, but the moment his hands touch the bundle the object seems to shrink in size, as if it is a liquid running out through a hidden drain. At the same time, Jason sees his hands, then his arms, then his shoulders and chest, all transform from a pale, Ken-doll nudity until he is wearing a form-fitting single garment of scarlet that leaves only his face uncovered.


The same transformation is happening to Krissa, and included in her new ensemble are a pair of short, red horns and a tail of the same color that ends in a neat equilateral triangle. He sees her take stock of herself, including the new appendage, then her shoulders rise and fall in a shrug of acquiescence.


“No,” says Jason to the angel-clerk, “this is . . . wrong.” He does not know how he knows it, but something is amiss here. He has a strong conviction that he ought to have gone where the woman from the plane went.


But the angel is already clothing the next recruit, and pays him no attention. Jason turns and pushes through the flow of people approaching the counter. He struggles back toward the dividing point, where the wand-angels are processing the unending stream. He gets close enough to see into the other side of the building, where those who went to the right are being clad in gowns of white. Each one also gets a circle of shining gold that floats in the air above their heads.


He can’t see Megan. She has already passed through the archways. But he notices something: In the far corner, a shaft of golden light slants down from the undifferentiated glow high overhead. Toward this the angels are reverently shepherding those souls who arrived bathed in their own auras. The instant they step into the illumination, they become swirling clouds of brilliant motes, each like a mini-tornado of pinpoint lights, that rise smoothly into the effulgence above.


An angel appears at Jason’s left elbow, then another on his right side. He finds himself lifted off his feet and is borne back the way he came, head and shoulders above the rest of the left-side crowd. He catches sight of Krissa watching his return with a mocking grin. Then he notices something else: the newly dead who arrived bathed in flickers of darkness are being separated from the flow toward the clothing counter. Four or five Grodins cluster about each of them and they are lifted much the way Jason has been.


But while his pair of angels deliver him back to where the newly red-suited are being guided toward a row of archways, the dark ones are briskly carried to a wide, square doorway. Beyond it, Jason can just see the dark waters of the great river. As he watches, a shadow-auraed figure, squirming and struggling, is brought to the portal. The soul reaches up and grasps the lintel of the doorway, fighting his eviction. Jason can hear him roaring and cursing. He recognizes the distinctive voice that he has heard so often in the recording studio.


The angels reach up and pry Wilson Proteus’s hands from the doorway. Then they carry him out to the river and, without ceremony, throw him into the current. Jason hears the splash.


“This way,” says a Grodin, indicating one of the arches, and Jason finds himself back in the flow. A moment later, he is pressed through the gap in the wall and he’s outside the building on a broad lawn that slopes down to the river, which here curves away in a broad loop. He immediately looks right to see if he can see the woman.


His effort is successful, but it’s not a happy success. He spots Megan. She is part of a stream of halo-wearers who are crossing a bridge of white stone that arcs across the river. And between Jason and the bridge rises a wall of smooth stone.


He goes to the wall, but soon determines that it is not climbable. But Jason Flanders, alive or dead, is no quitter. He follows the barrier down to where it runs into the river. He looks at the black, roiling water. The current is strong, and now that he is outside he can hear the ceaseless roar of the whirlpool, loud enough to make Niagara Falls feel second-rate.


The situation offers little promise. He looks up at the bridge and catches a last sight of Megan. She has stopped in the middle of the span and is peering at the crowd of red-clad folk on the river bank. Jason raises both hands and moves them from side to side. He sees her notice, and across the distance, their eyes meet.


“I’m coming,” he says. But a bridge-wide cluster of white robes presses her and she has to move on. Now he sees Nick and calls out to him. The teenager turns and sees him, says, “Dude!” and waves.


“Go to her!” Jason shouts. “Tell her I’ll find a way!”


Nick looks forward along the bridge and sees Megan still trying to look back at Jason as she is borne along. He raises a thumb to Jason then begins force his way to her.


Jason turns his gaze back to the river. If he can get out to where the wall ends and swim around it, maybe he can get onto the bridge. And then . . . well, from there he’ll play it by ear. He steels himself to plunge into the water.


“I wouldn’t do it,” says voice behind him. “Less you wanna spend your next rotation sucking the juices out of sow bugs or rolling a ball of elephant shit around the Serengetti.”


Jason turns and sees a diminutive figure dressed in the ubiquitous red suit, although the face beneath the horns is a web of wrinkles distributed around a pair of sad-but-wise eyes and a mouth set slightly awry.


The man points toward the middle of the stream and says, “The folks from the other side can swim it, if they want to. But you’ll just end up like him.”


Jason follows the finger and is surprised to see Wilson Proteus, still wrapped in darkness, struggling to swim against the river’s power. His face is a mask of grim rage.


“He’s a strong one,” says the small man. “Still, any second now.”


Proteus’s strokes begin to slow. He howls in rage. The current takes hold and starts to bear him down and away. But before he disappears below the surface, Jason sees the singer begin to transform. The howl becomes a croak, then a hiss, as his body elongates, his eyes grow huge and lambent, his mouth extends forward and becomes a beak. The flailing arms lengthen and thicken, the hands broadening into leaf-shaped paddles. Suction cups, each equipped with a curved, tooth-like projection, appear on what are now clearly the tentacles of a colossal squid.


“Good try,” says the wrinkled man, as the beast that was Proteus slips below the surface. “He’s an old one.”


“An old one?”


The man gives Jason a considering look. “Not like you,” he says. “You ain’t been around the block too many times.”


“I don’t know what you’re . . .” But Jason pauses there, because a vague kind of memory is surfacing in him. He looks around at the bridge, the river, the huge building. It does look familiar, like a memory from a dream.


“There you go,” says the other man. “Coming back now, huh?”


Jason nods. “I’ve been here before.”


“And will be again.” The man steps forward and offers his hand. “Kutchmeyer’s the name,” he says. “Welcome to the Corps.”


“The Corps?”


“You’ll see.” He turns away and beckons the young man to follow. “Come on, they’re about to ring the bell.”


But Jason is still staring at the river and the land on the other side. It’s brighter over there.


“Forget it,” says Kutchmeyer. “It only looks like water. But it’s really the stuff dreams are made on, as the old playwright wrote.”


Jason recognizes the Shakespeare quote, but doesn’t get the meaning. “I don’t remember.”


The other man says, “It’s been called a lot of names: the Dreamtime, Never-Never Land, the realm of the ancestors, the collective unconscious. It’s where the living go when they dream.”


He gestures to the other side of the river. “Those can swim in it, but we can’t. That’s because the river is the real world. Anything they imagine in the river becomes real, and the powers that be don’t like some of the things us red-suits imagine.”


“Dreams are the real world?” Jason says.


“The Dreamtime—where you go when you dream, where shamans go when they leave their bodies—that is the real world. What you think of as the physical universe is just a side effect of the power that looks to you like a river.”


Something about what he’s saying is familiar to Jason. A memory almost makes it to the forefront of his mind.


“Don’t worry,” says Kutchmeyer, “it’ll come back to you. Sometimes when you’ve died unexpectedly, it takes a while.”


“What happens if I jump in?” says Jason.


“You’ll get carried down into the vortex. That’s what happens to the bad souls the angels throw in—the darklings, they call them—the ones who really just refuse to get with the program. They get sucked down and end up back in the mortal world as worms or slugs or cockroaches and have to work their way up the pipe again.


“It’s always their own doing, and they always resent it.”


Brang! Jason looked up to where a red fire bell hung vibrating against the building wall.


“Told you,” said Kutchmeyer. He headed toward where the red-suits were now streaming: a circular depression in the lawn that turned out to be an amphitheater when he focused on it. “Orientation. It’s mandatory, no matter how many times you’ve rotated through. Let’s get a seat.”


As they walk, Jason looks down at what he’s wearing, then reaches around to take hold of his tail and bring the point up in front of his eyes. “This,” he says, “this is kind of hard to believe.”


“I remember,” says Kutchmeyer, “when it was just black robes and white robes. With matching halos. Then, one rotation, I show up and we’re cartoon characters. Makes you wonder.”


“What,” says Jason, gesturing to the sky, “that somebody up there has a sense of humor?”


The other man grins. “Nah, it’s just sometimes I wonder how serious he takes all of this.”


Jason looks back at the river, remembering the Proteus-squid’s rage. “Somebody’s taking it seriously,” he said.


“Attention,” says a bored voice from below them. Another Grodinesque angel has stepped out onto the small central space at the bottom of the great bowl. “This is orientation, so pay attention.”


It gestures with one arm and a huge screen appears behind it. “Most of you have been here before and will remember the routine. For the newcomers, here’s how it works: you start out in the ooze and you work your way up the sentience scale, heading for enlightenment.”


Images have appeared on the screen, illustrating the angel’s words. Jason is reminded of the scratchy films they used to get in high-school guidance classes.


“By the time you make human being, you’re going to go up or down based on how you handle moral choices. ‘Do I take that extra cookie? Do I covet my neighbor’s ass? Do I massacre the political opposition?’” The voice even sounds like Charles Grodin’s.


“Of course, before you can make moral choices, there has to be something to choose between, or it doesn’t count. So somebody has to present the alternatives. In the beginning, we angels used to do it. It’s not what we were designed for—our original specs were strictly based on singing and praising, you know—but there were only a few million of you back then and we could get in a good day’s tempting and warning, and still have time for an extra shift of singing and praising.”


Now the screen teems with hustling crowds of humanity. “But then,” the angel says, “the millions became billions, and more help was needed. So we started drafting you. Now those who are ready go up, and the really wonky ones go back in the soup,”—he makes a whirlpool gesture with his fingers—“and have to work their way back up the ladder. The ones in the middle get divided up into tempters and consciences. We give you a living person to work with, and a specific assignment, until it’s time for your next incarnation.”


It waves to a big stack of fat books on a table that has suddenly appeared. “It’s all in your personal assignment book,” it says. “Each of you gets full documentation. Study up on it, and be ready to start work when the bell rings again.”


The angel walks away. There is no exit from the amphitheater’s stage, so it just fades and vanishes between one step and the next. “Come on,” says Kutchmeyer, “let’s go see what you’ve got.”


They file down with the rest of the red-suits. Jason sees Krissa going down another aisle; she has somehow managed to alter her devil suit so that now she looks like something out of a Marvel comic.


Jason gets his book. Kutchmeyer doesn’t get one. “I’m on hiatus,” he says. “Just finished my latest gig, waiting to see what comes next.


They climb out of the amphitheater and find a place to sit on the lawn. The business is feeling more and more familiar to Jason. He immediately turns to the back of the book where there is a pocket glued onto the inside of the cover. He reaches into it and finds two pictures. One is of Wally Kaminski; the other is of Amy Beamer.


Kutchmeyer glances at them. He takes the picture of Wally and turns it over. On the back is printed the single word: Lust. On the back of Amy’s it says: Target.


“I’m supposed to get Wally Kaminski to nail Amy Beamer?” Jason says. The prospect is not appealing. More than that, it just doesn’t feel right.


“That’s about it. You sit on his left shoulder and whisper in his ear. Somebody from the Conscience Choir will sit on the other shoulder and try to steer him to a ring and the altar.” Kutchmeyer takes another look at the portraits. “I’d say it’s a toss-up either way. but that’s how it usually works out—you put lust and love together, shake and stir, add a little luck, and you get something good.


“What we do is a necessary part of the process.”


He goes on to explain that assignments for members of the Corps of Tempters are just about always like this. “We’re assigned to push one or two cardinal sins. Lust is a not bad. Once you get ‘em going, you can pretty well leave it to momentum. Lot better than gluttony—all that chewing and belching. And laziness? Don’t get me started. It’s beyond boring.”


He fixes Jason with a knowing look. “Now, your last time around, the cardinal sins being pushed were pride and greed.”


Jason’s been leafing through the book while listening to Kutchmeyer. But now his head comes up. “How do you know that?” he says. Then he knows. “You were on my shoulder.”


“You recognize the voice? Yeah, that was me. Not a bad gig, but I was on the losing team. Started out okay, but after a while, you kinda lost interest.” He rubs the side of his nose thoughtfully, “Fact is, way you were going, I’da figured to see you on the other side of the river.”


Jason looks across the water. On the opposite lawn, figures in white are sitting on their lawn, heads down-bent over books. He sees Megan and Nick sitting side by side. The teenager meets his gaze and nudges the young woman. She looks up and their eyes meet.


“I think I’m supposed to be over there,” Jason tells Kutchmeyer. “I think I’m supposed to be with her.”


The older man shrugs. “They don’t make mistakes,” he says. “At least, that’s what they tell us.”


“I’ve got to get across.”


Kutchmeyer rises, saying, “You can’t. It’s funda—“ and is cut off when the bell rings again. “Your shift is starting. You don’t want to be late your first day.”


The red-suits are streaming toward a wide set of double doors that has opened farther along the wall of the big building, past the archways they came out of. Jason and Kutchmeyer join the flow. But before they get to the doorway, they see a pair of angels come out carrying a darkly flickering figure and toss their burden into the river. The man strikes the water and tries to swim, but almost immediately he transforms into an oversized weasel. He sinks from sight.


Jason follows Kutchmeyer into the building, but just before the doorway, he looks back at the river. He can’t be sure but it seems to him that, just before the man-weasel went under, he saw the tip of a dark green tentacle wrap itself around the struggling creature.


Inside the building, they’re in a smaller, low-ceilinged room whose floor is pierced by a row of holes large enough to accommodate a human body—and the red-suits are dropping into them feet-first. Clutching his book, Jason goes to the nearest, waits a few seconds for the tempter before him to disappear, then jumps in. Now he is falling down a smooth-sided tube like a water slide without the water. There is a sensation of passing through an insubstantial curtain no thicker than the skin of a soap bubble, and then he pops out into the world of mortals.


Specifically, he lands standing up on a piece of checkered cloth that he recognizes as one of the shirts Wally Kaminski habitually wears. He also recognizes the Old Spice cologne that Wally’s mother gave him for Christmas. Jason realizes he is standing on his assistant’s left shoulder.


“Dude!” says a voice he recognizes. He cranes around to see past Wally’s chin and sees a haloed Nick Caspian waving from the other shoulder. “Most excellent!” is the teenager’s summation of their situation.


Wally is at Fate’s office, cleaning out his cubicle, pausing occasionally to deal with a runny nose and wipe the mist from his eyes. Jason realizes that, because he was the sole owner of Fate Records, his death means the company will be closing its doors. Wally will be looking for a new job.


Jason looks around the office. The other staff are also clearing out their desks. He sees other tearful faces, and is touched by the sight; he didn’t think he was the kind of guy people would cry for. He sees Amy at the reception desk, her nose even redder than usual and her eyes puffy.


And on the young woman’s shoulders he sees Megan under a halo and Krissa in her form-hugging Catwoman outfit. “Nick!” he calls. “We’ve got to get this guy over there! I’ve got to talk to . . . Jeez, I don’t even know her name!”


“Megan,” says Nick. “But, dude, I don’t think we’re supposed to work together. It’s like you push, I pull. You pull, I push.” He goes to scratch his head, is puzzled for a moment by the halo getting in the way, then opts for searching in his assignment book. “Whoa, here it is: ‘The conscience will seek to nullify suggestions from the tempter—‘”


“Special circumstances,” says Jason.


Nick flips through the book. “I don’t see—“


“Love,” Jason says. “True love.”


The conscience takes his finger out of the book, points it at Jason and then at Megan, his face transmitting an unspoken question.


Jason says, “You got it. I’ve got to talk to her.”


It takes Nick a moment to make up his mind then he says, “Party on, dude!” He whispers something in Wally’s ear.


Jason goes to the oversized organ on his side of Wally’s head—it’s large enough for him to step into; though he doesn’t—and says, “Get up and go see Amy.” He hears Nick saying the same thing.
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